The purpose of this paper is to examine the balanced scorecard (BSC) adoption experience amongst organisations in connection with the strategy map design. Using survey data from managers of 91 Italian organisations the paper seeks to verify whether the development of the strategy maps affects BSC performance and in turn business results. Evidence shows that benefits coming from BSC usage are considerably lower for those organisations who have not implemented this model in connection with the design of an appropriate strategy map. The implications for managers appears very interesting given that the lack of development of strategy maps related to the BSC model seems to not only substantially decrease its perceived expected benefits, but also decreases the organisation's overall competitiveness.
Introduction
Several studies on balanced scorecard (BSC) comparable adoption in different countries already exist, making BSC literature more and more consistent over time. For instance Braam and Nijssen (2004) have described how to use the BSC effectively. They presented evidence and suggested that unless the BSC is well aligned with business strategy it will deteriorate the organisational financial performance. More recently De Geuser et al. (2009) have contributed to understand whether the BSC could add value to companies and how it could contribute to increase firm performance. These authors (2009, p.93) sustain that the BSC has a positive impact on organisational performance and specifically, they found out that essentially the BSC can improve: 1 a better translation of the strategy into operational term 2 the fact that strategising becomes a continuous process 3 the greater alignment of various processes, services, competencies and units of an organisation.
However, few studies are related to the appropriateness of the BSC implementation in organisations. Even less studies have tried to understand how the BSC model should be adopted in order to avoid some common pitfalls and to enhance its potential. A couple of these studies provided some useful starting points for this debate (Speckbacher et al., 2003; Davis and Albright, 2004) . For instance Speckbacher found out that half of the companies adopting BSC did not develop a causal model of their strategy while Davis and Albright's reported that the 77% of the BSC adopting companies failed to develop a causal model of their strategy.
Others studies led to make some further assumptions as in the case of Othman (2006, p.690) who found that BSC adopters who did not develop a causal model of their strategy experienced specific problems not encountered by those who developed it and thus undermining BSC project feasibility. This point may be crucial given that Kaplan and Norton (2001b) state that organisations translate their strategy into the logical architecture of a strategy map to specify in detail the critical elements for their growth strategies. These can create a common and understandable point of reference for all organisational units and employees.
Following this logic the paper tries to give an answer to this main question by filling the existing gap in literature current debate and by fostering new research avenues on how the BSC should be properly adopted in all organisations to really enhance its usefulness and in turn to increase their performances. For these reasons the purpose of this paper is twofold: to bring to light some empirical evidence related to the development of the design of strategy maps in connection with the BSC adoption; to identify the main consequences on BSC effectiveness due to the lack of the adoption of strategy maps. This lack could decrease some expected benefits of the BSC reported widely in literature by the Kaplan and Norton duo.
This study also highlights findings in terms of how many organisations, with a formal BSC approach, are clearly visualising their strategy linkages. Overall 63% of respondents state that they are visualising causal links of their strategy through the use of cause and effect diagrams in terms of strategy maps. Hence this study confirms implicitly that many organisations who are claiming to use the BSC model are instead using only a 'limited' version of the BSC (Speckbacher et al., 2003) or an 'incomplete' one (Rhodes et al., 2008) .
BSC and strategy map model
For more than a decade Kaplan and Norton (1996) have been claiming that more than half of the strategies devised by organisations would never be actually implemented. They also claimed how this may constitute a serious problem with an increased competition. To overcome this problem, they proposed the BSC approach (Kaplan and Norton, 1992) together with the strategy map model (see Figure 1 ) in order to embed the scorecard concept and to link it to the organisation strategy (Kaplan and Norton, 2004) .
Figure 1
The balanced scorecard strategy map model Source: Kaplan and Norton (2001a) Specifically, one of the aims of the BSC is to make effective linkages between company strategies and consequent managerial actions. As suggested by Nørreklit (2000) , it tries to be a feed-forward control system linking outcome measures and performance drivers in cause-and-effect relationships.
According to Hoque and James (2000, p. 3): "the use of a BSC does not mean just using more measures; it means putting a handful of strategically critical measures together in a single report, in a way that makes cause-and-effect relations transparent". Therefore it is logical to assume that one of the strongest points of BSC are cause and effect relationships (Norreklit, 2003; Bourguignon et al., 2004) and their description through the strategy map model. However, as noted by Malmi (2001) , there still is no practical way to do this. Therefore many companies still seem to develop a BSC model without a strategy map (see Speckbacher et al., 2003) despite the fact that the implementation of its design should play an essential role in translating strategies in operational terms. In fact as clearly suggested by Kaplan and Norton (2001a, p.89) , translating organisation strategies into the logical architecture of BSC strategy maps, would allow the organisation to share company vision amongst all business units and employees.
According to Wilkes (2005, p.45) where strategy maps are not present, often key performance indicators (KPIs) are selected to represent the individually identified goals.
In his research he showed that companies with scorecard and strategy maps in particular out-performed other companies. Also Marr (2005) found out that firms using a causal model had higher performance over time compared to those that did not use it. His survey showed that 54% of respondents' visualised causal links between measures using cause and effect diagrams such as strategy maps even if only half of these claimed to test causal relationships between their performance measures. Previously Speckbacher et al. (2003, p.371) reported that about 50% of the companies adopting the BSC were also using causal maps while Ittner et al. (2003) commented that only 23% of firms built and checked causal models.
As argued by Franco-Santos and Bourne (2005) and also by Merchant (2007) strategy maps may help to formalise managers' business models as a step for creating a reliable strategy. They can be used to cascade down performance metrics to implement the strategy and to verify the content and validity of the actual strategy. As pointed out by Kunc (2008, p.763) "the implicit belief with the development of causal models for performance measurement is that, from the thousands of observable variables and their interrelationships, only some causal linkages will be dominant in determining overall performance of the firm". 
The effectiveness of the balanced scorecard
During the last two decades Kaplan and Norton have claimed how the BSC produced several benefits for adopters. Specifically they argued that the scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 2000) contributed to linking long-term strategic objectives with short term actions, helped managers build a consensus around the organisation's vision and strategy, let managers communicate their strategy up and down the organisation and linked it to the departmental and individual objectives, gave companies the capacity for what they call strategic learning, enhanced the employees' knowledge of how their day to day actions could contribute to realising the company's vision, aligned employees' individual performances with the overall strategy, educated, set goals and linked reward to performance measures, conducted periodic performance reviews to learn about and improve strategy. This paper intends to consider the effectiveness of the BSC in terms of its expected benefits. For this reason the paper reports a list of 13 main BSC potential benefits as shown in Table 4 . These benefits have been chosen after reviewing Kaplan and Norton's main works on theme (1996, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2001c, 2004, 2006) . Hence, in this paper, we consider these assertions in terms of BSC perceived expected benefits. In theory, these benefits should be able to measure BSC general effectiveness. So we used them as a proxies of BSC performance.
Research objectives
As shown with the research framework in Figure 2 , the purpose of this paper is basically twofold: 1 to find out to what extent the presence and absence of strategy maps influence managers' perception on BSC performance in terms of perceived expected benefits 2 to find out to what extent the presence and absence of strategy maps affects managers' views on specific perceived organisation performance. 
Methodology
First of all, we undertook an in depth research through several Italian management books, specialised magazines, academic journals, working papers, internet websites, conference proceedings, and also personal knowledge in order to discover what kind of organisations were currently using the BSC model. After that we made telephone calls to the top 500 Italian firms (ranked by turnover) in order to find out whether these were implementing and currently adopting the BSC programme in the way suggested by Kaplan and Norton.
In total we selected a sample of more than 1,000 organisations from several Italian economic industries. First contact illustrated that 384 organisations were really experienced with BSC project.
Research instrument
The research has been carried out during the first term of 2008 using a survey questionnaire through fax and e-mail. The survey instrument was preceded by an introductory letter clarifying the purpose and objectives of the entire research project. After follow ups by e-mail and phone calls made to non-respondents, 91 usable questionnaires (response rate about 24%) from top and middle management of Italian organisations were returned. Respondents are members of the board and heads of departments (mainly department of management accounting, see Table 1 for the function of the respondents).
The questionnaire asked to indicate on a seven point Likert scale -ranging from one (completely disagree) up to seven (completely agree) -the extent to which organisations agreed on listed BSC expected benefits. Also it asked to indicate -from one (much below average) up to seven (much above average) -the extent to which they describe their performance (in terms of overall competitiveness, product and service quality, market share, partners/suppliers relationships, customer satisfaction, sales) over the last three years compared to those of their competitors.
Questionnaire validity
A preliminary draft of the questionnaire was discussed with academic scholars to assess the content validity prior to pilot testing. A pilot test was conducted with a group of six firms, whose inputs were used to improve the clarity, comprehensiveness and relevance of the survey instrument.
A test for possible bias from respondents was analysed as suggested by Armstrong and Overton (1977) . Therefore, an independent sample t-test was conducted but failed to detect any significant difference between early and late respondents. Furthermore questionnaire reliability was also verified: internal consistency among BSC expected benefits was established using reliability analysis (Cronbach's alpha scored a satisfactory 0.894 meaning that the scale used reflects the construct measured). 
Findings

Descriptive statistics
Empirical findings of the survey are shown displayed through the use of descriptive statistics using the SPSS package v16.0. Table 1 gives some information about the respondent's profile in term of industries, number of employees and managers function within the company while Table 2 shows the degree of experience with the BSC project. It is worth noting that most organisations have relatively little experience with BSC project given that 69% of them have adopted it less than four years ago. 
Strategy map in BSC programme
In the questionnaire, the respondents had to confirm (yes/no) if they were developing a strategic map linked to the implementation of their BSC project. Table 3 shows that almost 63% of the organisations questioned that have implemented a BSC have also developed a strategy map linked to the BSC model. Overall 57 firms have employed a strategy map describing cause and effect relationships closely related to the implementation of the BSC. That represents 62.64% of the entire sample.
We assume that the 34 remaining companies, who are not yet developing a strategy map model, are facing problems in describing cause-and-effect relationships (Malmi, 2001) . That might be due to their recent BSC implementation process and correspond to the literature which points out the lack of empirical evidence on how to construct cause-and-effect relationships (Ittner and Larcker, 2001, p.375) . 
BSC expected benefits
Respondents have been asked about their expectations on the 13 BSC benefits. Table 4 reports expected benefits (ranked by means) related to the BSC implementation.
Translating strategy into operational goals and improving employee's knowledge on how they are evaluated are ranked as the two most important. The former is quite consistent with Othman's study (2006) where the item 'helping communicate the organisation's strategy' was ranked in the first place. The result of the latter means that BSC and its outcomes are seriously taken into consideration by managers surveyed. However it is also true, as pointed out by Speckbacher et al. (2003) , that this kind of result should not be overestimated given that Kaplan and Norton's book title (1996) 'Translating Strategy into Action' has become one of the most important slogans with regard to the BSC initiative.
Interestingly aligning the organisation with strategy is in seventh place (it was second in Othman's study, 2006) while others benefit in terms of building a consensus around the organisation's vision and strategy, motivating people (on comprehension about their role in the firm), enhancing time and efforts on strategic related issue and making strategy everyone's day job are considered to be less relevant. Note: * Theoretical range, 1 = significantly below average; 7 significantly above average
The influence of strategy maps on BSC expected benefits
Survey data was examined to determine whether the design of a strategy map linked to BSC adoption produces any differences in the outcomes of the BSC initiative. Table 5 shows the comparison of mean score of items measuring the effectiveness of the BSC. It highlights that adopters who develop a strategy map also have a higher mean score for all 13 items with regards to the impact of BSC adoption. In order to compare graphically the two groups of firms (adopting strategy maps vs. not adopting strategy maps) we used a radar chart displaying multivariate data in the form of a two-dimensional chart. The radar chart visually compares the 13 BSC benefits on two different dimensions (BSC with strategy map and BSC without strategy map). The length of each ray is made proportional to the size of each variable (the scale that radar chart uses must accommodate the largest values, 7 in this case, given that we used a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7). As we may observe in Figure 3 , the main result of the radar chart is that those attributes with lower values are just all those variables computed when companies implement and adopt BSC projects without a clear link with a strategy map. In other words Figure 3 graphically highlights how much the area representing 'BSC adopters employing a strategy map', overlaps the area representing 'BSC adopters without it'. Table 6 reports in statistical terms the impact of strategy maps design on all 13 BSC expected benefits ranked by mean difference. Specifically having few variables normally distributed the Mann-Whitney non-parametric test is more appropriate to check statistically significant differences.
Table 6
The BSC strategy map impact on BSC expected benefits (ranked by mean difference) Notes: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Number of cases = 91
All the differences are highly and statistically significant except for improving internal communication among people (p-value = 0.136) which has almost the same relevance for managers regardless of the development of a strategy map.
So the results reported in Table 6 strongly support the first purpose of this paper (the presence and absence of strategy maps clearly influence managers' perception on BSC performance in terms of expected benefits). Indeed the paper shows that the development of the strategy maps affect BSC model effectiveness in terms of perceived benefits.
The BSC strategy maps' impact on organisational performance
The second aim of the paper was to verify whether the development of a strategy map in connection with a BSC project had also some impact on organisational performance. Although, intuitively, the perceived BSC benefits can be considered themselves like a form of qualitative organisational performance improvement, we believe that for a better description of the actual impact of strategy maps on organisation performance, the choice of specific variables could be more appropriate. Therefore we have tried to connect the BSC expected benefits (Table 6 ) with some metrics used to capture the perception of the improvement in organisational performance (Table 7) .
Organisational performance variables used here are both perceived non financial performance (in terms of overall competitiveness, product and service quality, partners/suppliers relationships, customer satisfaction) and perceived financial performance (market share, sales volume). These organisational performance measures were chosen because they are able to assess firms' effectiveness along several dimensions (Govindarajan and Fisher, 1990) . Furthermore organisations had to measure company's performance over the last three years by comparing to those of their competitors in the same industry. On each dimension, we asked respondents to rate their organisational performance on a seven point Likert scale ranging from 'significantly below average' to 'significantly above average'. Table 7 reports some descriptive statistics of the perceived achieved improvement in organisational performance over the last three years. Note: *Theoretical range, 1 = significantly below average; 7 significantly above average. Table 8 shows some difference in the perception of the improvement in organisational performance between those who developed a strategy map model and those who did not. The Mann-Whitney non-parametric test made it possible to check whether these differences were also statistically significant. BSC adopters with strategy maps (BSC STR_MAP) seem to have a better overall competitiveness and stronger partners/suppliers relationships. Overall there was a difference in the perception of improvement in financial performance between those who developed a strategy map model and those who did not (NOBSC STR_MAP). However perceived financial performances in terms of market share and sales and perceived nonfinancial performance in terms of quality of products/services and satisfaction of customers are not statistically significant. Notes: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; N = number of cases These results partially support the second objective of this paper (to find out to what extent the presence and absence of strategy maps affects managers views on perceived organisation performance). The development of the strategy maps strongly increases the BSC model effectiveness. However, at the same time, this development is not fully reflected in terms of organisation performance.
Discussion
The first issue examined in this study was whether adopters of the BSC projects also developed a related strategy map. Based on the paper's findings not all BSC adopters developed a strategy map tied to the BSC model. The second issue intended to verify whether there was any difference in the declared benefits of the BSC project between strategy map model developers and none developers. Logically as expected, given the importance of developing a strategy map linked to the BSC model, noteworthy differences in BSC declared benefits appeared. Undoubtedly the absence of strategy maps affects negatively the BSC project. It dangerously reduces BSC effectiveness and in turn may decrease organisation performance. Specifically the development of the strategy maps appears to affect all the items relating except for 'improving internal communication among people'. Perhaps most of managers perceive the BSC itself as a tool enforcing internal communication among people. Therefore they are not convinced to use the strategy maps.
The findings reported in this paper are quite consistent with those highlighted previously by Othman's study (2006) suggesting the importance of developing causal models in a BSC environment. However the larger number of respondents surveyed allowed us to undertake more rigorous statistical tests to assess the generalisability of the findings.
Managerial implications
This paper also raises some interesting practical implications. The efficacy and validity of the concept of strategy maps has been strongly criticised during the past. For instance Nørreklit (2000, p.68) suggested that: "any proof of the relationship at the level of the individual firm can at best be demonstrated 'after the fact', i.e., when (non)-achievement of the financial results has occurred". Later on Nørreklit (2003, p.592) explained better this concept sustaining that: "there is no cause-and-effect relationship between some of the suggested areas of measurements in the BSC. Although there is considerable covariation between customer loyalty and financial performance, for example, it is not generic that increased customer loyalty is the cause of long-term financial performance". Also Voelpel et al., (2006, p.54) sustained that especially: "in a knowledge driven company, simple cause-effect relationships are not sufficient anymore to understand complex relationships that the BSC tries to reduce to a linear one-way relationship. Customer satisfaction, for instance, might be linked to various factors such as employee satisfaction, quality and delivery time. However, customer satisfaction might also enhance employee satisfaction, which in turn might influence product quality positively and so forth. Thus, the problem of how to link the indicators of the BSC remains unsolved".
However, despite these criticisms, this paper reported evidence suggesting that those BSC initiatives failing to follow the implementation processes in the way recommended by Kaplan and Norton (2004) are performing poorly in terms of BSC perceived expected benefits.
It is important to stress that the reliance on the strategy map assumes that the causal model of the strategy is formulated at the beginning of the BSC programme. As shown by the findings, many organisations do not always operate in this way given that only 37% of them are adopting a BSC approach that does not rely on any strategy map model (see Table 3 ). Perhaps they will develop the model in the future but, actually, they are starting the BSC process without being supported by it. Data analysis suggests that this kind of practice may decrease BSC effectiveness (see Figure 3 and Table 6 ). In turn this situation could undermine some organisational performance (see Table 8 ). Such consequences have to be borne in mind by management before considering adopting this kind of BSC approach. Cause-effect relationships between the internal processes and the desired outcomes have to be planned from the beginning (Othman, 2007) . Braam and Nijssen, (2004, p.335) have suggested that BSC can lead to performance success or failure depending on how the system is designed, implemented and used. Othman, calling for new research in the field, argued that (2006, p.700) as "future studies should test the hypotheses (whether) BSC adopters who develop a causal model of their strategy tend to perceive the BSC programme as enhancing their organisation's competitiveness".
Conclusions
The previous paragraphs mentioned that organisations could benefit from the adoption of developed causal maps supporting the BSC in the way that managers and employees may improve their performance through the development of appropriate behaviours in the organisation (Franco-Santos and Bourne, 2005) . In particular strategy maps can enhance learning processes in the organisation as suggested by Kaplan and Norton (1996) therefore helping employees to understand how objectives can be achieved and evaluating individual's performance based on strategically linked measures. In this sense our paper proceeded to review the BSC strategy maps and to evaluate their contribution to the BSC implementation. Specifically it described how strategy map absence may be able to mitigate BSC model performance and in turn to affect organisational competitiveness. It is argued in the paper that the BSC implementation, in terms of appropriateness, is conditional on the adoption of strategy maps. Furthermore the paper addresses some key problems associated with BSC implementation including translating strategy, aligning performance, making strategy everyone's job, communicating and linking.
Also this is one of a few studies trying to examine the impact of strategy map developments on BSC effectiveness using survey data. Previous research based on case study methods has provided a deep understanding of the problems faced by companies during the implementation of a BSC initiative. However to shed more light on the extent to which these problems are faced and to provide valuable evidence in the management field related to the BSC, this paper used a research methodology based on a survey. That allowed the assessment of the extent to which these problems are shared by other organisations.
Finally this work empirically finds out an important cause of failure with regard to the BSC initiative (Schneiderman, 1999) and consequently it suggests a way to overcome this problem (Hammer, 2007) . Past authors and consultants have already warned organisations against his adoption without having clear ideas in mind (McCunn, 1998) .
Limitations and further research
As this paper has collected data from a sample of 91 organisations with responses from actively selected, highly competent managers, it is able to provide a more objective analysis with respect to the present state of the impact causal model as of the strategy maps on BSC effectiveness implementation than in earlier studies in the literature (Malmi, 2001 ). However, even if the findings are statistically well supported, this study has several limitations to bear in mind. Firstly the study relies on self reported measures collected by survey. That gives rise to the question of how accurate it may be. Secondly, the high proportion of respondents with only short BSC experience (as shown in Table 2) suggests to be prudent about the findings. Therefore future studies should carefully investigate whether the development of a strategy map in a BSC project influence companies performance. Moreover the views of managers affected by the benefits of the BSC programme may be susceptible to bias. Cook and Campbell (1979) have pointed out that people tend to report what they believe the researcher expects to see, or report what reflects positively on their own abilities, knowledge, beliefs, opinions and respondents are often the champions of the BSC adoption (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) .
Another limitation of the study regards the non-financial (perceived) performance measure named 'general competitiveness'. Data analysis should also look at the effects of the development of BSC strategy map on 'end' results. 'End' results may be considered financial performance of the companies. So in the near future the research should also explore data further to evaluate the impact of strategy maps on more objective measures of organisational performance to compare the results with other studies. For instance Ittner et al. (2003) found that organisations using causal models in BSC were financially out-performing others in terms of return on asset (ROA) and return on equity (ROE).
Finally, we acknowledge that other perceived BSC benefits could also be considered in the paper in order to be more informative. The BSC may also be used to build up a base for an incentive system, to enhance the investment in intangibles, to improve strategic learning (control and feedback) or to support a value based management system.
